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of an heir. This law was occasioned by Prince Alexei's treason. To
the very last Peter could not make up his mind about the succession. He
did not wish the throne to pass to his grandson. Prince Alexei 's son,
and hesitated to designate his wife, Catherine, or one of his daugh-
ters, Elizabeth or Anna. He died without having left any instructions
regarding his heir.

After his death the court aristocracy assembled at the palace to de-
cide the question of succession. A group of high dignitaries of humble
origin who had been influential during Peter's reign were in favour of
crowning Catherine, Peter's second wife. The guards officers present
at the discussion, declared that they would break the heads of the
"boyars" (as they called the dignitaries of ancient lineage) if they
opposed Catherine. The threat was backed by the convenient
arrival at the palace of the guards regiments. Catherine became
empress^

To consolidate the power of the aristocracy, the intimates of the
empress set up in February 1726 a Supreme Privy Council consisting
of Prince D. M. Golitsyn as a representative of an old ducal family and
men who had advanced to eminence under Peter (Menshikov, Golovkin
and others). Thus a compromise was arrived at between member^ of
the old nobility and the men who had come to the fore under Peter.
The empress promised not to issue any edicts without the con-
sent of. the Supreme Privy Council, to which the Senate and admin-
istrative colleges were subordinated. However, Menshikov., the
favourite of the empress, who actually handled all state affairs,
carried more weight than the Council itself. Desirous of ensuring
the continued influence of his family in the affairs of the realm
Menshikov persuaded Catherine to designate as her successor Peter
Alexeyevich, Peter I's grandson, whom he planned to marry to his
daughter.

Peter II (1727-1730). After Catherine's death Menshikov set up
the twelve-year-old emperor, Peter II, at his own palace and began to
rule in his name.

Menshikov *s rise to power was resented by the rest of the aristoc-
racy. He was accused of abuses and banished to his own estate and
subsequently exiled to Beryozov, in Siberia. His place was taken by
the Dolgoruki princes, who in turn decided to marry one of the prin*
cesses of their own family to the emperor. During the preparations for
the wedding Peter II fell ill and died. With his death the male line of
the Romanov dynasty came to an end.

During the reigns of Catherine I and Peter II the state system estab-
lished by Peter I began to deteriorate. With the formation of the Su-
preme Privy Council the Senate lost its former significance. The
imperial court and the higher aristocracy left St. Petersburg for
Moscow during the reign of Peter II, and this doomed the new